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Ongoing negotiations between Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman's administration and the
Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) over basic economic policy (see NotiCen, 04/24/97)
have produced few concrete results after nearly six weeks of effort. At the same time, cabinet shifts
and Aleman's aggressive administrative style suggest that changes are underway in the national
balance of political power.
The barrage of public insults and the weekly pro- and anti-government street rallies that have
accompanied the talks have prompted speculation that both sides are more interested in striking
a political blow than in reaching a settlement. When the talks originally got underway, the
administration's strategy seemed to rest on undercutting Sandinista support through selected
concessions to various sectors involved in the protests. For example, although it caused serious
disagreements within the administration, Aleman sent the National Assembly a bill to suspend for
three months all evictions of beneficiaries of the Sandinista land reforms of the 1980s.
The bill passed on April 24. This followed an April 10 bill suspending legal action against debtors.
Then, reflecting on his first hundred days in office during a nationwide broadcast, Aleman promised
to make further changes to "improve the direction" of his policies. He admitted that, in attempting
to find solutions to urgent national problems, "it's possible that we tried to move too quickly,
perhaps even to run." But he insisted that his administration had a "clear and precise" economic
and social program and described criticisms of it as "baseless."
As for the FSLN-led protest and strikes in April, Aleman claimed credit for ending them without
bloodshed and denied that his willingness to hold talks with FSLN leader and former president
Daniel Ortega implied any secret pact or cogovernment, as some commentators, including expresident Violeta de Chamorro (1990-1997), have suggested. Meanwhile, at the request of Vice
President Enrique Bolanos, deputies of the governing Alianza Liberal introduced a bill in the
legislature to punish with lengthy jail terms anyone inciting "tumultuous" demonstrations such
as the April protest. The bill took shape just days after Ortega threatened renewed street protests
against the administration.

Sandinistas say Aleman wants to set up a dictatorship
All this suggested to some current and former Sandinistas that Aleman's purpose is to end
Sandinismo as a serious political force. Bayardo Arce, a member of the FSLN's national directorate,
said the idea behind the April demonstrations was to block the administration's "dictatorial"
tendencies. The negotiations, he added, are a way to reach a national consensus on stopping the
administration's "clear attempt to install a dictatorship." In the same vein, former Sandinista leader
Sergio Ramirez described Aleman's strategy as an attempt to "restore" the governing style of the
Somoza dictatorship (1934-1979).
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55180
ISSN: 1089-1560

Foreign Minister Emilio Alvarez Montalvan admitted that Aleman's policy is to undercut the FSLN's
social base, in part by a program of delivering property titles to thousands who received small
parcels of land during the confiscations. At the same time, the government is painting a picture
of Sandinista leaders as thieves for having taken over houses and businesses in the last-minute
confiscations ("pinata") that followed the FSLN's electoral defeat in 1990.

Negotiators reach some agreements
When the talks began, the five negotiating groups were given 30 days to report their
recommendations. Some modest successes were announced within that period. Labor Minister
Wilfredo Navarro announced on May 21 that in the negotiating group considering social issues,
the administration had agreed to respect all labor pacts in effect in the private sector and with state
institutions and to leave untouched all pensions and other benefits promised to victims of the civil
conflict of the 1980s. The group also reached tentative agreements on various aspects of health,
education, and other basic services.
Roberto Moreno, vice minister of labor, announced that, in the discussions with transportation
cooperatives, the administration had agreed to the cancellation of debts owed the government and
on new credits to help cooperatives buy new buses. And, although no concrete agreements have
been announced in the area of production, representatives from the Union Nacional de Agricultores
y Ganaderos (UNAG) put forward a proposal for debt restructuring and new credits from the state
bank. However, little progress was reported anywhere else. Administration officials accused the
Sandinistas of making excessive and even frivolous demands to scuttle the talks and keep the
conflict alive.

Property issue resists solution
On the crucial issue of confiscated property, the FSLN proposal is to validate all property transfers
that were made legally under reform laws of the Sandinista period (1979- 1990). The proposal
would require the return of any property unjustly confiscated, or failing that, the payment of state
compensation to the legitimate owners for the loss of their property. This is essentially the policy
adopted by the Chamorro administration and codified in the 1995 Property Stability Law (see
NotiCen, 03/13/97).
Administration spokespersons called the proposal unacceptable because the FSLN will not
agree with the administration's view that the pinata confiscations were illegal. Bolanos, the
administration's representative in the property talks, publicly ridiculed the Sandinista proposal,
saying it was a way to legitimize robbery. Retaliating on May 18, Ortega demanded Bolanos's ouster
from the commission and issued an ultimatum: the government must agree to solutions on the
property and other issues within a week or face a renewal of street protests. Aleman categorically
refused to take Bolanos off the commission and asked if Ortega believed he was still president of
Nicaragua, reminding him that it was he, Aleman, who won the October 1996 presidential election.
Aleman's forces began holding regular street rallies to show that "the government has support and
that the people are against instability and intransigence," according to Alianza Liberal official Jose
Rizo.
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As both sides sent their followers into the streets to demonstrate, Ortega's new deadline came
and went without progress in the bilateral talks. Aleman pointedly suggested that if Ortega had
new proposals he should present them from his seat in the Assembly. But at the same time,
administration representatives continued the talks outside the Assembly and Aleman continued to
meet privately with Ortega. In the midst of the negotiations, the Assembly took up floor debate on
a controversial new tax law that did nothing to ease the tensions. The bill proposes to raise rates on
a host of taxes and eliminate most tax exemptions. On May 13, Aleman and Ortega met to discuss
the bill but managed to agree on only one point the tax on imported sugar. As bus cooperatives, taxi
federations, and truckers unions began threatening a nationwide transportation shutdown to protest
the bill, Ortega stepped in to offer Sandinista support to transportation workers. "If they are willing
to assert their rights, the Frente Sandinista will accompany them," said Ortega.

Aleman announces cabinet shifts
During the talks with the Sandinistas, Aleman announced the removal of nine ministers and shifts
in several subcabinet posts. Notable among the changes was the replacement of Blanca Rojas as
minster of culture. Rojas and her Partido Unionista Centroamericano (PUCA) were part of the
multiparty alliance that elected Aleman in October. The move appears to support the observation
that Aleman wants to consolidate the hold on government by his Partido Liberal Constitucionalista
(PLC) and shut other Alliance members out of high office.
The appointment of Roberto Arguello Noguera as vice president of the Instituto Nicaraguense de
Seguros y Reaseguros (INESER) suggested that Aleman is moving his administration to the right.
Arguello Noguera, who returned from exile to take the post, is considered a Somocista adamantly
opposed to any concession on the property issue. Ever since the presidential election campaign,
some Aleman opponents have charged that he promised posts to exiled Somocistas and return of
property confiscated from members of the Somoza regime in exchange for campaign funds (see
NotiSur, 10/25/97).
There were also signs that a shift has taken place in the balance of power between the Assembly and
the chief executive. During Chamorro's term, the Assembly, under the confrontational leadership
of Luis Humberto Guzman, challenged the administration with constitutional reforms in 1995
causing a five-month crisis in governance, and successfully blocked the presidential aspirations of
Chamorro's son-in-law, Antonio Lacayo (see NotiSur, 02/17/95, 06/16/95, 07/07/95). By comparison,
Miriam Arguello, former president of the Assembly from the Partido Alianza Popular Conservadora,
sees the current Assembly, especially its steering committee led by Ivan Escobar Fornos, as
controlled by Aleman. Arguello added that the trend toward executive dominance is shutting off
legislative initiatives, even from other deputies from the Alianza Liberal. [Sources: Spanish News
Service EFE, 04/21/97; Reuter, 04/19/97, 04/20/97, 04/23/97, 04/24/97, 04/26/97; Notimex, 04/21/97,
04/24/97, 04/26/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 05/16/97; Deutsche Press Agentur,
05/22/97; La Prensa de Nicaragua, 05/14/97, 05/20/97, 05/21/97, 05/26/97]
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